Most labour historians have long tacitly shared assumptions that are only now becoming subjects of discussion. For over a century, the building of serious theories of the working class and the workers' movement -which became possible after the classical wage fund theory began to be discredited in the 1870s -proceeded along two competing paths. One was the liberal tradition, which reconstructed the development of labour movements as the history of the civil emancipation -and consequently the integration -of the working class within capitalism. The other was the socialist approach (embracing both moderates and radicals) that interpreted labour history as a history of attempts to transcend capitalism.
work for clues to a different historical location of the working class and the labour movement. Its point of departure is the distinction between concrete and abstract labour, 2 which Marx uses to show that labour in general (to be performed in all social formations) acquires a specific form in capitalism that is both particular (the production of a certain useful commodity) and socially general, an abstract activity to be performed as a means of obtaining other commodities.
The labour movements and their theoreticians (social democrats, communists and others) have rarely if ever understood this particularity of labour in capitalism and have consistently interpreted the movement's activities in terms of general, transhistoric labour. Even towards the late 1960s, Lucio Coletti had good reason to assert that "not only Marx's critics, but indeed his own disciples and followers -and not only those of the Second International but also more recent ones, to this very day -have all shown themselves incapable of understanding or fully realizing the significance of this concept [i.e. abstract labour]". 3 Given this background, the richly diverse cult of alienated labour repeatedly generated by the workers movement is hardly surprising.
Marx makes a rethinking of the workers' movements and their transhistoric conceptualizations of labour possible because his theory contains a remarkable antinomy that has become apparent only recently due to the pressure of changed social and political relationships. Stefan Breuer was probably the first to address this matter. In Krise der Revolutionstheorie (1977), a critique of Herbert Marcuse's work, he identified two argumentative patterns in Marx, which he designated as the "esoteric" and "exoteric" Marx:
While -to maintain a distinction from the older Hegel interpretation -the "esoteric" Marx revealed in a far more radical way than all other theoreticians the abstract-repressive nature of bourgeois socialization, which forcefully eliminated all non-corresponding modes of life, distribution and production [...], the "exoteric" Marx tended to revoke his insight that socialization of production within the capitalist mode of production necessarily means only abstract socialization. 4 To designate the proletariat as the driving force behind an upcoming revolution, Marx abandons his own critique of political economy. Rather than "esoterically" regarding the working class as an expression, aspect, or element of capitalism, he views this class as an external and hostile social group that is alien to capitalism -as an "archimedean point [...] that forms the basis for critiquing the capitalist mode of production and of which the existence guaranteed the emergence of a new, truly human Subject". 10 Thus, the traditional Marxist approach characterizes capitalism in terms of the mode of distribution alone and locates "the system's fundamental contradiction between the modes of distribution and production" (TLSD, p. 123).
Postone believes this approach has had distinct merits:
The traditional position accords dignity to labor that is fragmented and alienated. It may very well be the case that such dignity, which is at the heart of classical working-class movements, has been important for workers' self-esteem and a powerful factor in the democratization and humanization of industrialized capitalist societies (TLSD, p. 71].
Capitalism's essence (alienated labour) exceeds the scope of this perspective, since "if labor is the standpoint of the critique, it is not and cannot be its object" (TLSD, p. 53). From the viewpoint of transhistoric labour, the critique of capitalism remains positive: a specific aspect of the social formation (here: labour) provides the basis for critiquing a different aspect of the same social formation. Positive critique leads not to "a critique of political economy but to a critical political economy" (TLSD, p. 69). Conversely, Postone aims to formulate a negative critique (i.e. "an immanent social critique with emancipatory intent", a critique "not undertaken on the basis of what is but of what could be, as a potential immanent to the existent society" (TLSD, p. 90)). This negative critique is based on three ideas. First, Postone assumes that labour -though a necessary "metabolic interaction between man and nature" in all societiesunder capitalism differs fundamentally from labour in all other social formations. Capitalist labour (wage labour) not only gives rise to indispensable use values but also expresses abstract social interdependences. It is performed not to produce goods intended for personal consumption but to acquire an abstract medium (money) for appropriating other people's labour products.
Viewed from the perspective of society as a whole, the concrete labor of the individual is particular and is part of a qualitatively heterogeneous whole; as abstract labor, however, it is an individuated moment of a qualitatively homogeneous, general social mediation constituting a social totality. This duality of the concrete and the abstract characterizes the capitalist social formation (TLSD, p. 152). 10 Among the many examples is Trotsky's ode to the conveyor belt, which is used in capitalism "for higher and more perfected exploitation of the worker", but which may also serve very different purposes, as "this use of the conveyor is connected with capitalism, not with the conveyor itself. Postone uses these principles to conclude that the traditional labour movement is not an antipole of capitalism but rather an expression of this system. Marx describes the conflict between capitalist and worker as the conflict between the purchaser and the seller of a commodity, with an open outcome: "There is here therefore an antinomy, of right against right, both equally bearing the seal of the law of exchange. Between equal rights, force decides."
12 Class conflict is a conflict between commodity owners, between buyers and sellers, and thus operates squarely within the capitalist framework. Although "a driving element" in the development of a commodity economy, it is also "embedded in the social forms of the commodity and capital" (TLSD, p. 319). "Class conflict [...] does not represent a disturbance in an otherwise harmonious system. On the contrary, it is inherent to a society constituted by the commodity as a totalizing and totalized form" {TLSD, p. 317).
The antagonism between worker and capitalist has no "intrinsic dynamic" pointing beyond capitalism:
[Working-class social and political actions] and what is usually referred to as
working-class consciousness, remain within the bounds of the capitalist social formation -and not necessarily because workers have been materially and spiritually corrupted, but because proletarian labor does not fundamentally contradict capital. [...] However militant the actions and the forms of subjectivity associated with the proletariat asserting itself have been, though, they did not and do not point to the overcoming of capitalism. They represent capital-constituting, rather than capital-transcending, forms of action and consciousness (TLSD, P. 371).
Transcendence of capitalism would require a new type of movement. If "a movement, concerned with workers, were to point beyond capitalism, it would both have to defend workers' interests and have to participate in their transformation -for example, by calling into question the given structure of labor, not identifying people any longer in terms of that structure, and participating in rethinking those interests" (TLSD, pp. 371-372) . Overcoming capitalism, then, must also be understood in terms of "the abolition of proletarian labor" and, hence, "the proletariat" (TLSD, p. 371).
Since the mid-1980s, a group of independent German (post) Marxists has developed an analysis that resembles Postone's work in many respects, despite the virtual absence of references to his work. The group's intellectual output was published in a periodical originally called Marxistische Kritik and renamed Krisis in 1990. The group became more widely known when the renowned man of letters Hans Magnus Enzensberger published a study by Robert Kurz, the collective's most influential thinker, in the monograph series he edits (the so-called "Other Library").
14 Originally, the group defended the perspective of "labour movement Marxism", although it tried to formulate a fundamental critique of the commodity economy from the outset. 15 Gradually, the group radicalized its analysis and adopted the view that workers in their capacity as commodity owners (i.e. as owners of labour power) constituted an integral part of that same commodity economy. In the course of 1989, the group accepted the consequences and concluded that the wage-earning class "was simply the opposite side of the capital relationship". 16 This view was expressed in a text with the revealing title "The class struggle fetish". In this essay, the authors, referring to Marx's Capital, advocated theoretical relativization of the class struggle:
Marx's major work is not entitled Class, nor does it open with this category. Rather, it begins with the category of the commodity: "The wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails appears as an 'immense collection of commodities'; the individual commodity appears as its elementary form.
Our investigation therefore begins with the analysis of the commodity." Instead, Capital ends with the systematic derivation of classes [...] . This place already reveals: in Marx's theory the classes are thus ultimately a secondary, derivative category. Traditional marxism in all its varieties has theoretically reversed this relationship. Here, class is the final basis of society rather than the commodity.
Unlike Postone, who claims that the "mature" Marx unequivocally championed the esoteric perspective (TLSD, p. 138), the Krisis group postulates that Marx was repeatedly torn between esoterism and exoterism until his death. This ambivalence is visible in Marx's views on the end of the capitalist society. In his major contribution to the critique of political economy, he defended the position that the capitalist accumulation process set its own objective frontier, or as he wrote in Volume HI of Capital: "The true barrier to capitalist production is capital itself:" 18 In the long run, the advance of production technology would increasingly render human labour superfluous: "As soon as labour in the direct form has ceased to be the great well-spring of wealth, [... the] surplus labour of the mass has ceased to be the condition for the development of general wealth, just as the non-labour of the few, for the development of the general powers of the human head. With that, production based on exchange value breaks down, and the direct, material production process is stripped of the form of penury and antithesis." 19 Here, the tendential disappearance of the working class marks capitalism's limit. Simultaneously, Marx firmly believed that the "historical task" of the working class involved "the overthrow of the capitalist mode of production and the final abolition of all classes".
20
The "double Marx" was an inevitable product of its day. 21 On the one hand, he focused on the incipient and promising workers' movement. On the other hand, he performed an abstract analysis of the emerging commodity economy's objective boundaries. The trends that Marx optimistically identified as symptoms of early agony were in fact merely growing pains. 22 The essential error in judgement that led to the confusion of the exoteric and the esoteric perspectives was the idea that the labourers would never become more comfortable with the alienated relationships of the generalized commodity economy. Marx assumed that the owners of the commodity labour power would at no time become full-fledged members of the community of free and equal commodity owners.
Peter relationship the core of all thought about freedom and equality: "the exchange of exchange values is the productive, real basis of all equality and freedom. As pure ideas they are merely the idealized expressions of this basis." 23 Exchange is a great equalizer. If individuals A and B wish to do business because A supplies a commodity for which B is willing to pay, A and B will need to acknowledge one another as equal partners, as owners of private property, each with his or her own free will. Accordingly, freedom and equality are structural elements in exchange processes between commodity owners.
24
Of course, an extended historical tradition of commodities exchange was necessary for the principles associated with the exchange to become valid in their own right -first in philosophy and theology, then in legal circles, and eventually in politics. "With the rise of capitalism over the past two centuries, freedom and equality have finally become generally accepted in a manner that all people, when speaking about themselves as human beings, consistently associate humanity with these principles and place them in the context of the normative and legal framework based on these principles."
25
Including the workers in the community of equals -of people -required redefining private ownership. As long as the workers were considered property less, they did not count as full-fledged citizens. The workers' movements attempted such a redefinition. From their perspective, wage earners also owned property, namely their labour power. 26 Emancipating the workers into "full-fledged" citizens was thus a political generalization of the commodity logic. The same holds true for women's emancipation, although Krisis has tended to overlook this aspect until lately.
27
The gender issue was neglected into the 1990s. In 1992, however, the group published a major document by Roswitha Scholz, presenting the so-called separation theorem. According to this theorem, commodification is possible only because of the simultaneous existence of social spheres 23 Marx, Grundrisse, p. 245. 24 terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859000114385 that while excluded from the commodification process are inextricably linked with it. Individual private consumption is one such pivotal condition: it exceeds the scope of the commodity economy but is nevertheless indispensable. Production and distribution of commodities would lose their significance without consumption. Consumption is the necessary antipole -an essential Other -to the commodity. Such separated "spheres" (which include human care, consideration, or eroticism) are ordinarily perceived as "feminine", whereas the calculating, "rational" world of commodities is viewed as "masculine". All efforts to emancipate women by applying "masculine" standards (e.g. by demanding wages for housekeeping work) therefore generalize the commodity logic.
28
According to Krisis, patriarchal capitalism is driven by one force alone, namely capital, the "automatic subject". The generalized commodity economy is basically subjectless, i.e. "the bearers of authority are not selfconscious subjects but act according to an historical frame of sociality constituted without any consciousness". 29 Capital's objective tendency towards self-exhaustion can lead to a new society only if new subjects deliberately create themselves, "beyond the purely immanent 'class struggle', along the crisis-ridden fault lines of commodified socialization". anti-capitalist reversals were unable to escape the global logic of accumulation; they did not rise above the commodity economy but merely became its replacement. 32 Little wonder, therefore, that the workers' councilsthe most radical political expression of workers' protest -never arose in consolidated parliamentary democracies and always rapidly turned into substitute parliaments. 33 Even the most radical unions -the revolutionary syndicalist ones -focused on changes in the distribution sector and were no match for the lure of advanced capitalism. 34 According to Jean-Marie Vincent, the traditional workers' movement "neither understood nor analysed in depth the sequence and inescapable logic" in the relationships specific to capitalist society. "On the contrary", people believed they "could separate the irrationality of the global methods of organizationin need of transformation -from a largely intangible daily and individual world". 35 In this light, the critique of the commodity logic enables us to rethink the historical significance of workers' movements. The result is a critical synthesis of the old liberal and socialist views. On the one hand, the liberal and socialist interpretations are both clearly based on a transhistoric conception of labour; on the other hand, the "critique of the commodity logic" correlates with socialism in its fundamental criticism of capitalism (and even radicalizes this criticism by focusing on labour as such) and joins liberalism in viewing the workers' movement as an integral and necessary component of capitalist society.
Even if we accept this vision, objections and problems remain. Both Postone and Krisis make absolute the contrast between the standpoint of labour and the critique of labour. Chris Arthur has rightly postulated that this position might be misleading: "In so far as labour grasps itself as the ground of its own oppression it undertakes a self-critique", and this could give rise to "a self-transcending movement". 36 While this possibility seems logical, it is equally conceivable that the "crisis-ridden fault lines of commodified socialization" appear not in the labour sector but, for example, in consumption. At any rate, the critique of the commodity logic suggests that social historians should double their efforts to investigate the appearance of such fault lines in the past and the role of workers in this process. One example of a topic that could be addressed is given in Eric Rothenbuhler's case study of the textile strike in Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 1912. In the resulting "liminal situation", the commodity logic began to lose its grip on people:
As long as workers strike about wages, they accept the myth of the labor market which gives meaning to their behavior within the industrial social structure.
As soon as strikers behave as if not motivated by wages, their behavior cannot be made meaningful within the social structure and it becomes a threat to that structure.
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Such "liminal situations" are possible only because workers are simultaneously subjects and objects, commodities and commodity owners. Postone is somewhat aware of this fact (TLSD, pp. 275-277) but perceives no consequences for his analysis. In a sense, this outlook typifies the approaches of most authors discussed here. As soon as abstract analysis needs to be linked with the "surface" of concrete historical, social and political processes, Postone and the Krisis group tend to proclaim views not based on sound research but manifesting a sensitivity to the spirit of the times. In the early 1970s, when he first formulated the contours of the critique of the commodity logic, Postone described the working class as "the not-yet-Subject -that which constitutes the alienated Subject (Capital) and which becomes Subject by overthrowing capital and in the process abolishing that labor, essential to capital, which defines the proletariat itself'. 38 Two decades later, however, Postone views the proletariat as "an integral element of capitalism rather than as the embodiment of its negation" (TLSD, p. 389) . 39 This unsubstantiated shift in position lacks credibility. After all, even if the class struggle within capitalism is an antagonism rather than a contradiction, the continuing reconfirmation, terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0020859000114385 maintenance, and, where possible, expansion of proletarian emancipation is a prerequisite for transforming labour as such. And in this respect, the "old-fashioned workers' movement" -stripped of any illusion -still appears indispensable.
